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Army Women's Narratives as
Docu~ents of Social History: Some
Examples from the Western Frontier,

1840-1900
SANDRA L. MYRES

Since the late 196Os, when historians began to discover women in the
West, a good deal has been written about various topics relating to
women and the frontier experience. Often these studies, especially the
earlier ones, were organized around particular "types" of women'-farm women, ranch women, businesswomen, women in mining camps
or on the overland trails. With the possible exception of the more
colorful "bad girls" and the "ladies of the night" perhaps no single
group of women has received more attention than army women-those
women attached in one way or another to the frontier army in the
trans-Mississippi West from approximately 1840 to the end of the Indian
wars. Articles and monographs, as well as reprints of earlier published
diaries, letters, and reminiscences (often with new introductory essays)
have poured off the presses in increasing numbers. I
Sandra L. Myres is professor of history in the University of Texas, Arlington, and
the author of Westering Women and the Frontier Experience 1800-1915 (1982).
1. The best book length study of army wives and dependents is Patricia Y. Stallard,
Glittering Misery: Dependents of the Indian Fighting Army (San Rafael, California: Presidio
Press, 1978). Also see Sandra L. Myres, "The Ladies of the Army-Views of Western
Life," James P. Tate, ed., The American Military of the Frontier, Proceedings of the 7th Military
History Symposium, USAF Academy 1976 (Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History,
1978), 135-54; and Sandra L. Myres, "Romance and Reality on the American Frontier:
Views of Army Wives," Western Historical ,Quarterly, 13 (October 1982), 409-27. A bibli-
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Amost every aspect of the army women's lives have been described, discussed, and analyzed; and they have become a part of that
part-romantic, part-nostalgic, part-critical fascination which both popular readers and western historians have long held for the Indianfighting army in the West.
There were several different groups of women associated with the
nineteenth-century frontier army: officers' wives and daughters; the
families of enlisted men and non-commissioned officers; and women
whose husbands' business or/their own brought them into close contact
with military posts and garrisons. This last group included the families
of post traders and sutlers or other civilian contract laborers, single
women employed on the posts as servants and laundresses, prostitutes
living marginal existences on the edges of military reservations and,
if the records are to be believed, in at least one or two cases women
who actually served in the ranks. 2 Although a few recent studies have
helped to illuminate the lives of the latter two groups of army women,
we know the most about the officers' wives, principally through their
published journals, memoirs, and letters. 3 Indeed, most of the studies
of army women have concentrated on this small, but articulate group
of women. This is not surprising since this is the group we know the
most about and the group who wrote the most about their western
experiences.
ography of books by army wives as well as some secondary articles can be found in
Sandra L. Myres, "Army Wives in the Trans-Mississippi West: A Bibliography," in Teresa
Griffin Viele, Following the Drum: A Glimpse of Frontier Life (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1984), 257-73. Since the publication of that bibliography Edward M. Coffman has
proVided two excellent chapters with extensive notes and sources on army wives in The
Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime, 1784-1898 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986). Of speCial interest to California readers is a recent article by
Annegret Ogden, "Queen or Camp Follower? The Life of the Military Wife in Early
California," Californian, 2 (March/April 1984), 11-16.
2. A similar structure is presented in Darlis A. Miller, "Foragers, Army Women, and
Prostitutes," Joan M. Jensen and Darlis A. Miller, eds., New Mexico Women: Intercultural
Perspectives (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1986), 141-68. On women
who actually "served" with the army, see Coffman, Old Army, 114-15.
3. On laundresses, female servants, and women other than officers' wives see Stallard, Glittering Misery, 53-74; Norman W. Caldwell, "Civilian Personnel at the Frontier
Military Post (1790-1814)," Mid-America, 38 (April 1956), 101-19; John R. Sibbald, "Camp
Followers All," American West, 3 (Spring 1966), 56-67; Miller J. Steward, "Army Laundresses: Ladies of the 'Soap Suds Row,''' Nebraska History, 61 (Winter 1980), 421-36;
Miller, "Foragers," 154-59; Coffman, Old Army, 309. Prostitutes are discussed specifically
in Anne M. Butler, "Military Myopia: Prostitution on the Frontier," Prologue, 13 (Winter
1981), 233-50; Miller, "Foragers," 159-61; and Coffman, Old Army. 311-14. Ogden, "Queen
or Camp Followers?" includes laundresses, servants, and prostitutes as well as officers'
wives.
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As several investigators have pointed out, the literary production
of the officers' wives was prodigious in relation to their numbers. Over
thirty books and articles by frontier army wives appeared in print prior
to 1920, and an almost equal number have been discovered and published since that time. 4 Most have been the subject of several studies
which have analyzed their content and what they can tell us about
women's lives in the West from the standpoint of a group of predominately middle-class women who sojourned briefly in the trans-Mississippi country between 1840 and 1900. 5 From these studies we have
come to understand a good deal about this rather remarkable group
of women-their backgrounds, their interests, and their attitudes towards the West.
We know from these studies that, with few exceptions, these women
came from "close-knit, staunchly religious middle-class famil[ies]."6
Only a few had grown up in the West and even they had spent some
time in the East. Most had a finishing school or ladies' seminary education, and several were members of prominent families. All were
thoroughly inculcated with the virtues of "true womanhood" which
decreed that women of their class should be "modest, submissive,
educated in the genteel and domestic arts, supportive of [their] husband's efforts, uncomplaining," and "perfect" wives and mothers. 7
Moreover, these women brought these values to their new and unfamiliar life on the frontier; and, as Darlis Miller has pointed out, "lived
in a highly regulated military society where they were expected to
observe codes of conduct appropriate to their rank" and that of their
husbands. 8
Despite these restrictions, however, the officers' wives enjoyed a
freedom from many of the strictures of the c~lt of true womanhood
imposed on their eastern contemporaries. They traveled unchaperoned
4. See Myres, "Army Wives in the Trans-Mississippi West: A Bibliography."
5. In addition to the sources listed in note one, see Forrest R. Blackburn, "Army
Families in Frontier Forts," Military Review, 49 (October 1969), 17-28; Oliver Knight, Life
and Manners in the Frontier Army (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1977) and
relevant sections of Don Rickey, Jr., Forty Miles a Dayan Beans and Hay: The Enlisted Soldier
Fighting the Indian Wars (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963).
6. Robert M. Utley, ed., "Campaigning with Custer: Letters and diaries sketch life
in camp and field during the Indian Wars," American West, 14 (July/August 1977), 4;
Myres, "Romance and Reality," 417-18.
7. Sandra L. Myres, Western Women and the Frontier Experience, 1800-1915 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982), 6. For a fuller discussion of the concept
of "true womanhood" see Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860,"
American Quarterly, 18 (Summer 1966), 151-74.
8. Miller, "Foragers," 142.
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Army officers and wives at Old Fort Grant, 1876. Courtesy of the Arizona
Historical Society Library.

throughout much of the trans-Mississippi West and made trips "back
East" alone or accompanied only by their children and perhaps a female
servant. They explored remote areas and visited and observed life in
Indian camps and villages; and, for those whose husbands were stationed in the Southwest or California, in Mexican towns and villages
as well. They described the topography, climate, and other physical
details of the lands through which they traveled. They also discussed
local civilian populations and shrewdly assessed the possibilities and
potential for economic and social development. These army women
were generally perceptive observers, and they offered comments and
insights which have provided us with vivid and detailed descriptions
of western military and civilian life and added greatly to our understanding of the nineteenth-century American West.
Understandably, the officers' wives were most concerned with the
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problems of making a home and raising a family under new, and often
difficult, conditions; and their narratives tended to concentrate on details of home and garrison life. They described, often in minute detail,
their quarters and furnishings such as furniture made from packing
boxes and scrap lumber, the handmade curtains, army blanket carpets,
a favorite picture or treasured piece of china or bric-a-brac with which
they tried to make their quarters more "homelike." They discussed
problems with servants (especially cooks), child care, the difficulty in
obtaining suitable clothing for themselves and their children, and the
scarcity of various food items. They also commented on their recreational activities and social life-horseback riding, hunting and fishing
parties, croquet (a favorite pastime on many posts), picnics, an occasional "hop" or special celebrations of holidays. They also described
the more colorful and pleasant aspects of garrison life--dress parades,
band concerts, dinner parties for visiting officers or the arrival of a
delegation of flour red neighbors" for a parley or to trade at the post
store. They also bemoaned the isolation and boredom of post life,
especially when most of the command had taken to the field' for an
extended patrol or on campaign. 9
Generally, however, as Darlis Miller has noted, the army journalists,...
presented an "attractive picture of military society." They rarely men-~"
tioned "officers' wives who did not enjoy army life but rather found
its constraints a heavy burden"; and they rarely wrote about"sexual
tensions or violations of Victorian morality that seemingly threatened
the solidarity and integrity of their upper-middle class world."1D They
made only occasional veiled references to the activities at the local "hog
ranches" or gave vague hints of scandal along Soap Suds Rowand
occasionally along Officers' Row as well. With only a few exceptions
they did not comment directly on political, economic, or military affairs
and policies, except for a bit of benign criticism about army customs
and traditions which generally ignored the needs of wives and made
their lives more difficult with crowded housing, inadequate~rat least
unpalatable-food supplies, poor medical care, and few cultural amenities in the way of schools and churches. 11
9. The best summaries of the domestic and garrison life of army families can be
found in Stallard, Glittering Misery; Coffman, Old Army, chapters 3 and 6; Myres, "The
Ladies of the Army," and "Romance and Reality"; and Darlis Miller's introduction to the
reprint edition of Mrs. Orsemus Bronson Boyd, Cavalry Life in Tent and Field (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1982).
10. Miller, "Foragers," 151.
11. Two notable exceptions were Teresa Viele, Following the Drum and Cora Montgomery [pseud.], Eagle Pass; or, Life on the border (New York: George P. Putnam & Com-
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Although domestic concerns, garrison life, and occasional descriptionsof the countryside were the most common topics in the officers'
wives' narratives, the women also included comments on the local
populations, especially Indians, Mexicans, Chinese and other "alien
peoples" and Negroes. They also described, not always in flattering
terms, the local "white" population, both military and civilian. Although a great deal has been written about army wives' domestic concerns, garrison life and their western life in general, except in the case
of the Indians, very little has appeared analyzing the women's reaction
to other peoples and what their opinions tell us not only about the
people they encountered but about the women themselves. IndeeCl, it
is in these areas of social commentary that their writings offer some
of the most revealing insights not only into life on the frontier but,
more importantly, into nineteenth-century middle-class values. Thus
this paper attempts, for the first time, to analyze the army wives'
narratives as documents of social commentary.
Throughout most of the nineteenth century, the army's principal
mission in the West was directly related to the Indians, so it is not
surprising that the women wrote about them. Before going West, the
women had either read or heard a good deal about the American
natives. They journeyed into their land with a number of preconceptions and prejudices based on books, novels, newspapers, and magazines as well as hearsay and rumor which portrayed Indians as both
"noble redmen" and "ignorant bloodthirsty savages." Such contradictory views were often reinforced by contact with the native peoples;
and army wives, like their husbands, viewed the Indians with "fear,
distrust, loathing, contempt, and condescension, on the one hand;
curiosity, admiration, sympathy, and even friendship, on the other."12
pany, 1952). Both women were outspoken in their condemnation of government policy
in regard to frontier defense; both were ardent expansionists and both suggested the
policies they thought the government should pursue in regard to western development
and relations with Mexico. See Sandra L. Myres, "Forward" to the reprint edition of
Viele, Following the Drum, 6-8. In a similar vein, Frances Roe strongly criticized the
United States Congress for failing to pass an army appropriations bill before it adjourned
in 1877. Frances M. A. Roe, Army Letters from an Officer's Wife: 1871-1888 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), 159.
12. Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States Army and the Indian, 18661891 (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1973), 45. There is, as noted in the
text, a fairly extensive literature on army wives and Indians. See Sherry L. Smith,
"Officers' Wives, Indians and Indian Wars," Journal of the Order of Indian Wars, 1 (Winter
1980),35-46; Myres, "The Ladies of the Army," 140-42 and "Romance and Reality," 41215; and relevant portions of Ronald J. Quinn, "The Modest Seduction: The Experience
of Pioneer Women on the Trans-Mississippi Frontiers" (doctoral dissertation, University
of California, Riverside, 1977); Glenda Riley, Women and Indians on the Frontier, 1825-1915
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984); and Myres, Westering Women.
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Like other women coming to the frontier from "civilized" society,
the army wives' initial reaction to the Indians was often one of fear
and loathing. Conditioned by reports of Indian atrocities and captivity
narratives, they were terrified of Indian attacks. Such fears were not
allayed by some husbands and "kind" friends who presented them
with pistols or revolvers and orders to shoot themselves if necessary
to escape captivity, torture, or "a fate worse than death." The words
of one Arizona officer to his wife were evidently frequently repeated:
"If I'm hit, you'll know what to do. You have your derringer.... Don't
let them get you alive."13
With such warnings ringing in their ears, it is not surprising that
even in the midst of a heavily armed garrison many women feared for
their own safety and that of their children. But despite their fears, the
women were also fascinated by the "aborigines" and visited Indian
camps and viIlagesand reported on the customs and lifestyles of various native peoples. Many devoted long passages in their journals to
descriptions of Indian dress, behavior, and habits, and a few even
attempted to learn some of the Indian languages and collected bows
and arrows, moccasins, and other Indian artifacts. Some of the women
expressed amazement that, contrary to the stereotypes they had formed,
many Indians acted "just like white people," and several commented
on the differences they found between "real" Indians and their preconceived ideas of the native peoples. 14
Indeed, the longer most army women lived in "Indian country,"
the less concerned they became about their personal safety; and some, .
like Frances Boyd, reported that they "soon regarded red men as fearlessly as if I had been accustomed to them all my life." Some, of course,
never completely lost their fears, especially "on the march" or outside
the safety of the garrison; but most tried to overcome their feelings or
at least conceal them from their husbands and friends. For example,
Ada Vogdes admitted that she was always "frightened at r:tight," especially when she accompanied her husband to the wood cutting station, but she continued to go along on these expedition&. Frances Roe
expressed less fear than disgust. "Almost all my life," she wrote, "I
have wanted to see ... an Indian, a real noble red man.... Well, I
. 13. Martha Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona: Recollections of the Army Life of a New
England Woman (Glorietta, New Mexico: Rio Grande Press, 1970), 123.
14. See, for example, Sandra 1. Myres, ed., Cavalry Wife: The Diary of Eveline M.
Alexander 1866-1867 (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 1977), 44, 106, 117;
Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 162-64; and Robert C. Carriker and Eleanor R. Carriker,
eds., An Army Wife on the Frontier: The Memoirs of Alice Blackwood Baldwin, 1867-1877 (Salt
Lake City: Tanner Trust Fund, University of Utah Library, 1975), 79.
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have seen ... a number of Indians but they were ... simply, and
only, painted, dirty, and nauseous, smelling savages."15
Other officers' wives, however, expressed some understanding
and sympathy for the Indian's condition. For example, Teresa Viele
thought the Comanches "bloody, brutal, [and] licentious," but she also
believed they had been "driven from their rightful possessions, and
[one] can see ... many excuses for their tiger-like ferocity and bitter
hatred of those who they feel have wronged them so sorely." In a
similar vein, Frances Grummond Carrington, whose first husband had
been killed by the Sioux, nonetheless defended the Indians' attempts
to protect their homes and lands with a "spirit akin to that of the
American soldier of our early history."16
But even women like Viele and Carrington, who felt some sympathy for the Indians, believed they were a vanishing race, doomed
to cultural extinction. And once the Indians were gone, the army's
main mission in the West would come to an end, and the women could
return East to write-and profit-from their experiences and read of
nobler, and less threatening, Indians in the tales of James Fenimore
Cooper and the poems of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.
The ambivalence with which the officers' wives viewed American
Indians also characterized their opinions of other ethnic groups with
whom they came in contact. Women whose husbands were stationed
along the Mexican border or in the older Hispanic settled regions of
the Southwest and California had many opportunities to observe Mexicans and Mexican American peoples. They attended fiestas, bailes, and
bull and bear fights; went sightseeing; visited Mexican homes and
commented extensively on a culture they found so different from their
own. 17
Interestingly, their comments were frequently positive. This is
15. Boyd, Cavalry Life, 64; Ada Adelaine Vogdes, "Journal Describing Army Life of
an Officer's Wife," Manuscript Collections, Huntington Library, San Marino, California.
The complete joumal and other Vogdes materials are located at the United States Military
Academy Library, West Point. For portions of the journal, see Donald K. Adams, ed.,
"The Journal of Ada A. Vogdes," Montana, the Magazine of Western History, 13 (Summer
1963), 2-17; Roe, Army Letters, 10.
16. Viele, Following the Drum, 121, 124; Frances Carrington, My Army Life and the
Fort Phil Kearney Massacre with an Account of the Celebration of "Wyoming, Opened" (Philadelphia: J. P. Lippincott Co., 1910),44-45.
17. Less has been written on army wives and Mexican Americans than on army
women and Indians, but see Myres, "Romance and Reality," 415, and "The Ladies of
the Army," 142-43. Sandra L. Myres, "Mexican Americans and Westering Anglos: A
Feminine Perspective," New Mexico Historical Review, 57 (October 1982), 317-33 also includes some discussion of the attitudes of army wives.
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somewhat surprising in view of the anti-Mexican tone of most nineteenth-century United States literature. The Mexicans had no Cooper
or Longfellow to romanticize them, and there were no Mexican American parallels to the concept of the "noble redman." The Texas Revolution and the war with Mexico were still favorite topics in popular
literature, .and most schoolbooks portrayed Mexican Americans as the
descendants of "the marriage of the 'cruel and treacherous' Spaniard
and the 'savage' Indian," a union that had produced a "lazy, degenerate,
people handicapped by an enervating climate and with little hope of
progress." Moreover, many of the officers' wives were staunch Protestants and believed the Roman Catholicism of the Mexican Americans
was another indication of their ignorance and backwardness. 18
Despite such prejudices and preconceptions, many of the officers'
wives found the Mexicans and Mexican Americans a charming and
pleasant people. Both Eveline Alexander and Lydia Lane remarked on
the cleanliness of the Mexican American homes they visited and the
warm hospitality of their hosts. Frances Boyd also commented that the
Mexican families with whom they stayed enroute from one post to
another "were most truly hospitable." Jessie Benton Fremont and Martha Hickcock also visited a number of Mexican homes in California and"
noted that "the gracious hospitality made a striking contrast to thtt
make-shift housing arrangements of Americans in overcrowded San
Francisco." Even Teresa Viele, who was generally critical of the Mexican
American population, found them an "amiable, smiling, innocent race
of people," and she was particularly impressed by the "feeling of sympathy in misfortune which pervades all classes of Mexicans."19
It should be noted, however, that most of the complimentary remarks came from women whose associations were with the ricos, or
upper classes. The army journalists were less inclined to find virtue in
the peon class, and their class prejudices and the influence of antiMexican literature became apparent when they described the working
class and mestizo servants. Boyd complained of their "indolence," and
18. Laurence M. Hauptman, "Mythologizing Westward Expansion: Schoolbooks
and the Images of the American Frontier Before Turner," Western Historical Quarterly, 7
(July 1977), 279. See also John P. Bloom, "New Mexico Viewed by Anglo-Americans,
1846-1849," New Mexico Historical Review, 34 (July 1959),165-98; David J. Langum, "Californios and the Image of Indolence," Western Historical Quarterly, 9 (April 1978), 181-96;
and Myres, Westering Women, 72-85.
19. Myres, Cavalry Wife, 104-5; Lydia Spencer Lane, I Married a Soldier or Old Days
in the Old Army (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987),45-46,95. Boyd,
Cavalry Life, 172-73; Annegret Ogden, "Army Wives in Early California," Baneroftiana, 85
(February 1984), 8-9; Viele, Following the Drum, 155-56.
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Teresa Viele declared the peons were "lazy"; the priests "a dissolute,
carnal . . . set of wine-bibbers"; and even the "better classes" only a
"pale reflection" of their former "Castilian grandeur." The only solution
to these problems, she declared, was annexation to the United States
which she believed would serve to "elevate" and acculturate the Mexican population. 2o
In California and some other parts of the West, the officers' wives
also had occasional contact with the Chinese. They had read or heard
little about these people, knew almost nothing of their history and
culture and often described them as "exotic," "mysterious," or "inscrutable." Still, they searched through the Chinese shops for "curiosities" and described Chinese dress and manners in journals and
letters to the folks back home. "There are some Chinese stores here I
want to see," Emily FitzGerald reported from Portland, "they have so
many curious little things. Some of the Chinese girls are real pretty,"
she continued, "though they all look exactly alike to me. They dress
nearly like the men, only they wear more ornaments." Cynthia Capron
was puzzled by her first encounter with a Chinaman who had been
rudely pushed from the sidewalk by a man "standing in an open front
store." "After I passed," she reported, "I saw [the Chinaman] meekly
returning, and going on as if nothing unusual had occurred. "21
Some of the wives employed Chinese servants, although opinion
varied as to their effectiveness and reliability. Emily FitzGerald first
encountered Chinese as waiters on the Pacific steamer Montana. "They
talk funny ... but seem to make very good waiters," she declared,
"though preserve me from having one in my house." However, two
years later FitzGerald wrote her mother from Fort Lapwai, Idaho, "I
have a Chinaman in my kitchen today ... after doing all the cooking
for two weeks, I felt thankful to see Mr. Sing, and I will cheerfully pay
him his thirty dollars a month in gold."22
20. Boyd, Cavalry Life, 223-24; Viele, Following the Drum, 111, 113, 156, 183. Several
of the wives employed Mexican-American servants but generally found them unsatisfactory. See, for example, Boyd, Cavalry Life, 223-24; and Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona,
152. Alice Baldwin and Lydia Lane were reasonably satisfied with their Mexican-American domestic help, but others, including Alexander and Summerhayes, preferred the
services of Indians. See Coffman, Old Army, 302; Sandra L. Myres, ed., "Evy Alexander:
The Colonel's Lady at McDowell in Arizona," Montana, the Magazine of Western History,
24 (Summer 1974), 32-34; Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 162.
21. Emily McCorkle FitzGerald, An Army Doctor's Wife on the Frontier: The Letters of
Emily McCorkle FitzGerald from Alaska and the Far West, 1874-1878, ed. Abe Laufe (Lincoln:
Univer~ity of Nebraska Press, 1986),24,29; Cynthia J. Capron, "Life in the Army," Journal
of the Illinois State Historical Society, 13 (October 1920), 365.
22. FitzGerald, An Army Doctor's Wife, 14, 202. fitzGerald also sent her clothes to a
Chinese laundry in Portland, although she was somewhat taken aback by the report
that they sprinkled the things to be ironed with water "from their mouths." Ibid., 29.
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Like FitzGerald, Frances Roe was at first reluctant to employ Chinese
servants. Soon after her arrival in Montana Territory in December 1877,
she was appalled by the behavior of the Chinese servant of one of her
neighbors and decided she would prefer her less-than-satisfactory soldier cook and servant "to a Chinaman." But two years later, at Fort
Ellis, she employed a succession of Chinese servants-all of whom she
referred to as "Charley." Frances Boyd was less reluctant to employ
Chinese help but complained that not "even the mercenary Chinese"
could be persuaded to accompany her family to Arizona.· She finally
procured the services of a twelve-year-old boy who she had to lock up
to keep him from running away once he heard stories of the "Indian
cruelties" he was likely to encounter in that "heathen place." Nonetheless, he turned out to be "a treasure" and "could wash and iron
capitally, excepting my husband's shirts and the baby's clothes."23
From time to time the officers' wives encountered, and occasionally
employed, people of other racial or ethnic groups including other Asiatic
peoples, Chileans, and other SoiIth American nationals, Russians,
Ukranians, Germans, and various Slavic and Scandinavian peoples.
However, such contacts were relatively infrequent, and the journalists
did not comment sufficiently on these people to enable historians to ._
make any general statements or interpretations.
However, the women did come into contact with one other racial
group which figured prominently in many of their diaries, journals,
and reminiscences. Before 1865 there were few Negroes in the West,
although a few of the southern army officers brought slaves with them
to western stations prior to the Civil War. After 1865, however, the
number of blacks, both military and civilian, increased on many western posts. Officers and their families brought Negro servants with them
from the East or hired free Negroes who had immigrated West seeking
new opportunities for themselves and their children. 24 Blacks were
popular servants in many military families, for as Libbie Custer noted,
"Army people like the negroes and find a quality of devotion in them
that is most grateful when one is so dependent on servants, as every
one is in military life." Mollie McIntosh, Elizabeth Burt, Martha Summerhayes, and Ellen Biddle also found Negro servants highly satisfactory. It should be noted, however, that although these women
expressed kindness and affection for their black servants, their attitude
23. Roe, Army Letters, 184, 231; Boyd, Cavalry Life, 91-92, 124. For additional comments by officers' wives relating to the Chinese see Coffman, Old Army, 304-5.
24. For estimates of the post-Civil War Negro population in the West, see Myres,
Westering Women, 85-86.
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towards them was somewhat patronizing; and their descriptions of
them included caricatures of their physical characteristics, speech, and
behavior which reflected the stereotypes and prejudices of the time. 25
Other officers' wives were not so kindly disposed toward black
servants, however. Emily FitzGerald's letters were full of complaints
about the "useless" black girl, Mary, who accompanied her to Alaska,
and, as she often remarked to her mother, "1 wish she was in heaven."
Frances Boyd was also disillusioned and recalled that the "famous black
cooks" she employed "proved delusions and snares." Indeed, she concluded, "We had a succession so worthless that I never have overcome
my prejudice against them."26
There were also a numer of black units in the post-Civil War army,
and women who had occasion to travel with Negro troops or to live
on posts manned in whole or part by black soldiers were divided in
their opinions of the "buffalo soldiers." On her way from Arkansas to
New Mexico with the Third Cavalry and a black infantry unit, Eveline
Alexander reported, "These Negroes of the Fifty-seventh Regiment are
indeed the most hideous blacks I have ever seen. There is hardly a
mulatto among them; almost all are coal black, with frightfully bad
[flaces."2? However, Emily Andrews, traveling to Fort Davis, Texas,
with an escort of black troops from the Twenty-fifth Infantry was somewhat more generous in her description of "our gallant 'brunette' escort
... so fresh and far from fatigue that it was hard to believe they had
25. Elizabeth Custer quoted in Coffman, Old Army, 303; Katherine Gibson Fougera,
With Custer's Cavalry (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986),67; Merrill J. Mattes,
ed., Indians, Infants, and Infantry: Andrew and Elizabeth Burt of the Frontier (Denver: Old
West Publishing Co., 1960),25, 113; Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 246; Ellen McGowan
Biddle, Reminiscences of a Soldier's Wife (Philadelphia: J. P. Lippincott Co., 1907), 34-35.
For typical descriptions of black servants by officers' wives, see Elizabeth Custer, Tenting
on the Plains; or General Custer in Kansas and Texas (3 vols., Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1971), 1: 232-36. Also see Coffman, Old Army, 303-04 for other officers' wives
opinions of blacks.
26. fitzGerald, An Army Doctor's Wife; Boyd, Cavalry Life, 252-53. The crowning blow
for FitzGerald came when her husband announced that Mary had contracted a venereal
disease (p. 181). Mrs. Boyd's worst fears seemed justified when it was reported that one
of her former cooks had murdered a white woman. Coffman, Old Army, 471n. For other
comments on black servants see Coffman, Old Army, 303-4.
27. Myres, Cavalry Wife, 73. It should be noted, however, that Alexander had earlier
witnessed a near mutiny of the Fifty-seventh Infantry at Fort Smith, Arkansas. She also
believed that the black troops in the unit were "incorrigibles" from cotton plantations
in Arkansas and Louisiana, ibid. Elizabeth Custer also repeated the commonly held belief
that "The negroes of Texas and Louisiana were the worst in all the South," although it
is not clear whether she was referring to black troops or civilians, Custer, Tenting on the
Plains, 1: 224.
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come so many miles day after day." Andrews was also delighted by a
"negro concert" performed for their benefit by the black troops stationed at Fort Stockton. "The singing and dancing were something
wonderful," she reported, and "they entered into it with great zest."
Both Alice Grierson and Frances Roe reflected their husbands' opinions
of the Negro troop's courage and fighting ability. "The officers say that
the negroes make good soldiers and fight like fiends," Roe wrote. "They
certainly manage to stick on their horses like monkeys." Nonetheless,
she was appalled to discover that at Camp Supply, Indian Territory,
there was a "daily mingling of white and colored troops"; colored
sergeants often served "over a white corporal and privates"; and, worst
of all, white and black troops shared the "same little guard room." She
was delighted, therefore, when a new commanding officer put an end
to the sharing of quarters and, best of all, "the colored troops have
been ordered to another department."28
Despite their prejudices and criticisms of American Indians, Mexican Americans and Negroes and Chinese and other "foreigners," most
of the officers' wives found something to admire in these different folk,
and many changed their preconceived negative opinions to somewhat
more sympathetic and positive ones during their frontier service. They'
romanticized and even expressed sympathy for the "vanishing red-'" ..man"; made allowances for the Mexicans' "ignorance and backwardness"; and found intrigue and mystery in the "exotic and heathen"
Chinese. Some came to understand that there were "good Indians and
bad Indians" just as there were good and bad "white" people. They
learned to appreciate Mexican habits of dress and recreation and to
enjoy the "delightful society, both Spanish and American" in the larger
towns and cities of the Southwest. They employed Chinese as well as
Mexican and Indian servants and often found them not only satisfactory help but usually loyal and dependable workers and often pleasant
companions as well. They continued to express the commonly held
nineteenth-century views of Negroes as "childlike" and "less intelligent" than the white races, but also valued their services as servants
and even expressed some admiration for black troops. Indeed, although the women's comments about other ethnic and racial groups
28. Sandra L. Myres, ed., "A Woman's View of the Texas Frontier, 1874: The Diary
of Emily K. Andrews," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 86 (July 1982), 61-62; Roe, Army
Letters, 65, 103-04. General Benjamin Grierson and his wife Alice were especially well
known for their admiration for and sympathy toward black troops. See William H. Leckie
and Shirley A. Leckie, Unlikely Warriors: General Benjamin Grierson and His Family (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1984), xii-xiii.
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remained ethnocentric and racist, they nonetheless reflected some
changes in opinion from prevailing nineteenth-century social attitudes
and values. 29
Although the officers' wives often made allowances for, or found
something to admire in other ethnic and racial groups, the same was
not true for many of the Anglos with whom they carne in contact.
Indeed, the army wives reserved some of their most caustic comments
for their own people. Like many other middle-class Eastern women
who traveled in the trans-Mississippi West in the nineteenth century,
the officers' wives were appalled, indeed shocked, by the crudeness
of many frontier habitations and the appearance of most western towns.
"Vermin are the scourge of this country," reported Teresa Viele of Texas,
"and cleanliness certainly not one of its virtues." Elizabeth Custer was
equally unimpressed with the Texas frontier. The countryside, she reported, was filled with "Small, low, log huts, consisting of one room
each.... The windows and doors were filled with the vacant faces of
the filthy children of poor white trash and negroes. The men and
women slouched and skulked around . . . and every sign of abject,
loathsome poverty was visible.... I determined to camp out until we
carne to more inviting habitations, which, I regret to say, we did not
find on that march." Emily Andrews was somewhat more daring than
Custer and entered "a real Texan house. It is made of logs," she observed, "with daylight peeping in at the many crevices.... Hens and
chickens are running in and out the doors, and the pigs in the yard
would I think be quite as friendly were it not for the old darkie who
sits at the door and keeps away all such intruders."30
Nor was Texas the only area to earn the ladies' disdain. Alice
Baldwin described Hays City, Kansas, as a typical western town in
which "in proximity to each other, regardless of business pursuits, were
to be found the one millinery and dressmaking establishment, next
door to 'Mike's Place,' and he in turn to a butcher shop, contiguous
to a pig pen.... " According to Martha Summerhayes, Ehrenberg,
Arizona, was nothing more than "a row of low thatched hovels, perched
on the edge of the ragged looking river bank.... ," and similar comments on western towns appeared in most of the women's diaries,
letters, and reminiscences. 31
29. On women's changing views toward Indians, see Riley, Women and Indians, 20547; and Myres, Westering Women. 54-64. Changing attitudes toward Mexican Americans
and other minorities are also discussed in Riley, Women and Indians, 228; and Myres,
Westering Women, 72-97.
30. Viele, Following the Drum, 105; Custer, Tenting on the Plains, 1: 129-31; Myres,
"A Woman's View," 53-54.
31. Carriker and Carriker, An Army Wife, 91; Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 53-
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Even more discouraging than the appearance of the towns and
countryside were the appearance, manners, and behavior of frontier
residents. Indeed, the officers' wives found much of frontier society
uncouth, unclean, ill-mannered, violent, and profane. For example,
the ladies of Galveston reminded Viele of the baboon's sister in nursery
tales, and she described the population of the lower Rio Grande as
"unfitted ... to be the home of civilized man.... It seems to hate
civilization," she added, and "only to be intended as a home for desperate men ... who live in the saddle, and on the prairie seek their
subsistence; such as give to Texas any bad reputation its population
may have." According to Elizabeth Custer, the population of Austin
was not only violent and "lawless" but she also berated the "general
shiftlessness" that seemed "to creep into one's veins."32
Other officers' wives also criticized the violence and "shiftlessness"
of the frontier population. Several reported that many frontier towns
were "full of desperadoes" and reeked of "everything unclean morally
and physically." According to Martha Hitchcock, even San Francisco
had little to offer. "The more I see of men, the more I am disgusted
with them," she wrote her sister-in-law. "[Tlhey are rather worse too
in California, than anywhere else. This is the Paradise of men...."
Perhaps Lydia Lane best summarized the women's attitudes toward
western society when she concluded:
We are told to take in the stranger, as by so doing we "may entertain an angel unawares." I do not think that class of guests often
travelled in Texas and New Mexico ... [and] if they did ... their
disguise was complete. 33
The women's condemnation of western manners and morals is
more understandable if one remembers their middle-class backgrounds
and the fact that as "ladies" they felt an obligation to set an example
for others and improve the moral tone and general level of society.
Undoubtedly, their perceived responsib~ty as "gentle tamers" and moral
54. For other wives' comments see Myres, "The Ladies of the Army," 143-53, and "Romance and Reality," 416-17.
32. Viele, Following the Drum, 81, 151-52; Custer, Tenting on the Plains, 1: 211-15, and
2: 206, 267. Of course, Custer was in Texas immediately following the Civil War, but the
tone of her book implied that she believed the conditions she described were the norm
rather than an unusual situation caused by the dislocations of war and reconstruction.
33. Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 146, 239; Margaret I. Carrington, Absaraka Home
of the Crows: Being the Experience of an 0ffic,er's Wife on the Plains (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1983), 58-61; Ogden, "Army Wives," 8; Lane, I Married a Soldier, 14647.
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guardians helps explain some of their harsh criticism of frontier society,
but it should also be kept in mind that most of their criticism was
directed toward people of a social and economic class different from
their own. Whether talking about Mexican peons or Anglo settlers, the
officers' wives had had little close contact with working class people
(other than servants), and they neither understood nor sympathized
with them. While most westerners were not the "poor white trash"
Libbie Custer so disdained, neither were many of them of the proper
class and background to elicit the army women's admiration or friendship. Although they occasionally enjoyed social contacts with the more
prominent citizens of nearby towns, officers' wives generally eschewed
local society, even among the frontier's "respectable" citizens. Like
other eastern women of genteel background and social position, they
often preferred their own company to that of other post residents or
nearby farms and settlements. Indeed, as Frances Carrington pointed
out, "Army life on the frontier was not identical with the life of the
plains women," and many officers' wives preferred the comparative
social security and certainty of the army garrisons to mingling socially
with the local working classes. 34
Such attitudes were not confined to the civilian population' but
also extended to enlisted men, their families and post servants and
workers. The military's rigid class system and social customs prevented
officers' wives from fraternizing with laundresses, servants, or enlisted
men and their families; and army discipline and custom helped to
reinforce perceived differences in class. 35 Thus, it is not surprising that
the officers' wives wrote only sparingly about post workers or enlisted
men, and when they did mention them, their comments were rarely
sympathetic. "These soldiers are not nearly as nice as one would suppose them to be, when one sees them dressed up in their blue uniforms
34. See, for example, the comments of Mary Hallock Foote and several other eastern
women quoted in Myres, Westering Women, 170. The quote is from Frances Carrington,
My Army Life, 139. Some officers' wives did find pleasant "local" society. See especially
Lane, I Married a Soldier, 68; Carriker and Carriker, An Army WIfe, 59; and Marian Russell,
Land of Enchantment: Memoirs of Marian Russell Along the Santa Fe Trail as dictated to Mrs.
Hal Russell (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1981), 109. Also see the
comments in Miller, "Foragers," 150-51; and Coffman, Old Army, 290-91.
35. Miller, "Foragers," 147-48; Myres, "Romance and Reality," 422-23. Indeed, a
number of nineteenth-century commentators, both in and out of the army, thought
women "played an important role in maintaining the rigid division between officers and
enlisted men," Butler, "Military Myopia," 249; but others, notably Duane N. Greene,
strongly disagreed. See his comments in Duape N. Greene, Ladies and Officers of the United
States Army; or American Aristocracy, A Sketch of the Social Life and Character of the Army
(Chicago: Central Publishing Co., 1880), 13, 17-18.
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with bright brass buttons," Francis Roe commented, and she went on
to make several disparaging remarks about the general behavior and
lack of intelligence and good. manners among the enlisted men. 36
Although most of the officers' wives included a few pious and
patriotic platitudes about the brave and gallant "men of Mars" who
helped defend the frontier, it is clear that the women knew very little
about the men under their husbands' command. 37 Indeed, reading
some of the women's accounts one wonders ifthere were any enlisted
personnel at the posts! Observing her first dress parade at Fort Lincoln,
Dakota Territory, Katherine Garrett described the officers and their
splendid uniforms in great detail and the "almost human precision" of
the horses, but she made only the briefest remarks about the enlisted
men and non-commissioned officers. Indeed, her longest comment on
the troopers of the Seventh Cavalry was a short paragraph describing
the "glee" with which they greeted summer campaigns and the opportunity to escape from the "strain of the long, dreary cold and the
cooped-up barracks.... " She also commented on the large number of
"foreigners," primarily French and German, who ",often finished their
five-year term of enlistment without leaving a clue to their past."38
.
A number of the wives seemed to think that the sole purpose of
most enlisted men was to provide the officers' families with assistance
and household help. While "on the march," the enlisted men drove
the family conveyances, set up their tents, prepared the meals and
often performed other chores for the officers' families. Indeed, Emily
Andrews expected the men escorting her to Fort Davis, Texas, to fill
and empty the rubber tub she had brought along so that she and her
daughter might enjoy "a good bath" each evening. 39 In garrison, the
women expected the men to groom, saddle, and generally care for their
horses, fill in as cooks, waiters, and general household help and perform other little services for them and their children. 40
Some of the officers and their wives believed that working for
officers' families was beneficial to the education, morals, and general
36. Roe, Army Letters, 5-6.
37. Typical of such comments are those in Viele, Following the Drum, 221-34.
38. Fougera, With Custer's Cavalry, 79-80. In a similar vein, in describing the return
of the regiment from campaign, Fougera paid as much attention to the horses and dogs
as the enlisted men. Ibid., 105.
39. Myres, "A Woman's View," 55, 59.
40. Soldiers did receive payment for most of the extra services performed in garrison,
but they were also expected to run errands and do various chores for which they were
not compensated.
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behavior of the enlisted men and employed them as their only servants-although more from necessity than any humanitarian motives.
These soldier servants' duties were confined primarily to kitchen chores
and general cleaning, although they occasionally had other chores as
well, including tending flower and vegetable gardens and looking after
chickens, cows, or family pets. 41 According to the wives, their soldier
servants carried out their assigned duties with varying degrees of success. Boyd declared that "most of the kindly help which made life on
the frontier endurable came to me from those men," and other officers'
wives, including Custer, Summerhayes, and Vogdes also fQund their
enlisted help not only valuable but loyal servants. A few of the "strikers," as the soldier servants were commonly called, had a room in the
officers' quarters, and some became "virtually a part of the family,"
albeit treated somewhat like poor relations or old and valued family
retainers. Other wives, however, found their enlisted help incompetent
and longed to replace them; and in some instances the soldiers requested return to regular military duties to escape what they considered rude behavior or unreasonable demands on them by their
employers. 42
Whether soldier servants were competent or incompetent, however, officers and their families considered them essential to the maintenance of garrison life. In 1870, Congress passed legislation barring
officers from using soldiers as servants, an action which infuriated both
officers and their wives. When Congress refused to repeal the legislation, most officers-and their enlisted servants-simply ignored the
law, and soldiers continued to carry out domestic duties for officers'
families at least through the 1880s. 43
A few of the officers' wives, notably Alice Grierson and Lydia Lane,
sympathized with the soldiers' hard life and tried to extend understanding and sympathy to the men in their husbands' commands.
Grierson had a reputation among the troopers of the Tenth Cavalry
for having "a sympathetic ear when one of them got into trouble'; and
La'ne frequently acknowledged the many favors and small kindnesses
41. On the duties of enlisted men as servants for both single officers and married
. officers and their families, see Coffman, Old Army, 305.
42. Boyd, Cavalry Life, 47-48. On other wives' opinions of enlisted men as servants,
see Coffman, Old Army, 305. A typical example of an unworkable relationship between
a soldier servant and his employer is found in Roe, Army Letters, 63-64.
43. Coffman, Old Army, 306, details the opposition to the Congressional law and
also reports the case of an enlisted man who, in 1890, objected to "performing menial
work" for an officer and was consequently court-martialed for insubordination, ibid.,
306-7.
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the men extended to her and her family, noting at one point that, with
only one or two exceptions, she "had always found them [enlisted
men] polite and respectful."44 But many of the women simply ignored
the soldiers or derided them as ignorant, uncouth, and undisciplined.
Eliza Johnston was "rather disgusted" by the harsh discipline meted
out to enlisted men and expressed the wish that "some less degrading
mode of punishment can be substituted" for such practices as whipping
and "drumming out" of recalcitrant soldiers. However, Viele described
the drumming out ceremony as "a very novel and amusing sight"; and
she and several other officers' wives, including Johnston and Roe,
expressed the opinion that punishments such as the "barrel jacket"
were essential in order to maintain discipline. 45
The women were also concerned about the presence of undisciplined enlisted men and the general effect of frontier "immorality" on
their families and on young, unmarried officers. "I used to dread the
arrival of the young officers who came to the regiment from West
Point," Custer wrote, "fearing that the sameness and inactivity of the
garrison life would be a test to which their character would succumb.
I kept up a running line of comments to myself ... 'I wonder if you
are likely to go bad under temptation ... I hope you don't drink; C'
pray that you have stamina enough to resist evil.'" Certainly Custer
had reason for concern, for at least some of the married officers and
evidently a number of the younger, single "gentlemen" engaged in
sexual affairs with Indian and Mexican women and occasionally black
women. Others, both married and single, regularly visited local brothels and some kept mistresses. A few even tried (occasionally successfully) to seduce the wives of their fellow officers, enlisted men, or local
residents. Eliza Johnston expressed her disgust with one such officer,
a Lieutenant Field, who "had taken a woman from her good decent
husband in Missouri and brought her here to Texas.... I never can
talk to the man with pleasure or patience again," she declared, "& yet
he is considered a gentleman and a fine officer." Alcoholism, quarreling,
and even occasional duels were also ongoing problems among the
officer corps as were profanity, gambling, and other "unsavory" practices euphemistically described as "conduct unbecoming an officer and
44. Leckie and Leckie, Unlikely Warriors, 161-62; also see 155-56; Lane, I Married a
Soldier, 52; also see 46, 86. For other officers' wives' sympathetic comments toward the
plight of enlisted men see Coffman, Old Army, 305-6.
45. Charles P. Roland and Richard C. Robbins, eds., "The Diary of Eliza (Mrs. Albert
Sidney) Johnston," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 60 (April 1957), 467; Viele, Following
the Drum, 117, 222. The "barrel jacket" is described in detail.
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a gentleman." Nor were the ladies reluctant to occasionally refer to
such problems, albeit in somewhat vague and restrained language. 46
Yet, despite their concerns and complaints, .the officers' wives were
generally happy with army life. Most of the women, particularly the
younger ones, obviously enjoyed the attention they received, especially
at the smaller posts where there were few women. As Jennie Barnitz
wrote her mother, "The Army life is delightful & is eminently suited
for me, as I do love so much to be waited on you know...." Even
the older women, who might have been "wallflowers" in Eastern society were treated with respect and admiration, invited to join in hunting parties and other social affairs and never lacked for partners at
garrison dances. Frances Boyd frequently commented on the deep
friendships and loyalties which existed between the officers' wives at
most western posts. Perhaps Eveline Alexander best summed up the
women's attitudes. "Andrew and I often discuss the pros and cons of
army life," she wrote her father, "and we always come to the conclusion
that take it all together it is a good place."47
With only a few exceptions, the officers' wives who wrote about
their army experiences not only enjoyed military life but also took pride
in their position and their perceived contributions to national interests
as well as to the welfare of their families. 48 Frances Roe proudly proclaimed that at the most "dreadful places ... the plucky army wife is
most needed. Her very presence has often a refining and restraining
influence over the entire garrison, from the commanding officer down
to the last recruit.... She knows that the stay is indefinite ... but
that matters not. It is her army home ... and however discouraging
its condition may be, for his sake she pluckily, and with wifely pride,
46. Elizabeth Custer, "Boots and Saddles" or, Life in Dakota with General Custer (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1961), 181; Roland and Robbins, "Diary of Eliza Johnston,"
493. Johnston also mentions the case of army surgeon Steiner who was accused of
murdering Major Ripley Arnold at Fort Griffin, Texas. For other details of this affair see
Sandra L. Myres, "Fort Graham: Listening Post on the Texas Frontier," West Texas Historical
Association Yearbook, 59 (1983), 47; and James V. Reese, "A History of Hill County, Texas,
to 1873" (master's thesis, University of Texas at Austin, 1961), 88-96. For additional
discussion of the "underside" of life among the officer corps, see Coffman, Old Army,
106-09, 295-96; and Miller, "Foragers," 154.
47. Robert M. Utley, ed., Life in Custer's Cavalry: Diaries and Letters ofAlbert and Jennie
Barnitz, 1867-1868 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 15; Boyd, Cavalry Life, 222,
231; Eveline Alexander to her father, January 18, 1868, quoted in Myres, Cavalry Wife,
15-16.
48. The two most notable exceptions are Josephine Clifford McCrackin and Mrs. D.
B. Dyer (Ida M. Casey), "Fort Reno"; or Picturesque "Cheyenne and Arrapahoe [sic] Army
Life," before the Opening of "Oklahoma" (New York: G. W. Dillingham, 1896).
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performs miracles, always making the house comfortable and attractive." The women's perceptions of their broader mission was best
summed up by Elizabeth Custer when she advised new army bride
Katherine Garrett Gibson:
[W]e army women feel that we are especially privileged, because
we are making history, with our men, by keeping the home fires
burning while the soldiers are guarding the railroad engineers and
surveyors against the Indians, mile by mile, in the face of almost
insurmountable obstacles, they are building the railroads straight
across the continent until the oceans meet, which will open up
the country to civilization.... Yes, my dear, we are the pioneer
army women, and we're proud of it. 49
It is also important to recognize that army society was generally
aristocratic, and there was a definite social caste system among Custer's
vaunted "pioneer army women" and their families. As noted earlier
the army journalists rarely mentioned wives who did not relish army
life or whose behavior was otherwise "unacceptable."so Other officers'
wives were simply considered "unsuitable" and were generally ostracized. Officers, as well as their ladies, were well aware of these distinctions. As one officer commented, "The black sheep in military society
are the officers and their families who ,have been promoted from the
ranks. Their generally unrefined, uncultivated and uncongenial manners, make them unwelcome members of the army ·circle." Eveline
Alexander was clearly aware of this social distinction when she described the "womenkind" of her husband's regiment as "rather a queer
set. Mrs. C. was a company washwoman before her' husband was
promoted from the ranks. Mrs. K. and her daughter are very common."SI
Coming up from the ranks was not the only social sin, however.
Alexander went on to note that "Mrs. H. and 'Patrita' are Mexicans"
while she labeled the two youngest wives, one nineteen and the other
fourteen, as "uneducated." Ada Vogdes complained that most of her
neighbors on Officers' Row at Fort Sedgwick, Colorado, were only
49. Roe, Army Letters, 81-82; Fougera, With Custer's Cavalry, 137, Lydia Lane also
took great pride in her army service and could even boast that one point early in the
Civil War her husband briefly left her in command at Fort Fillmore where she had custody
of public funds and received the daily report of the sergeant of the guard. Lane, I Married
a Soldier, 101. See also her comments about her regret at leaving army life, ibid., 190.
50. Miller, "Foragers," 151.
'
51. Rodney Glisan, quoted in Ogden, "Queen or Camp Follower?", 11. Ogden
incorrectly spells the doctor'sname "Gleason." Myres, Cavalry Wife, 36.
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"halfway ladies." They were, she went on to explain, "Western people
and [I] do not like them much." One young lieutenant who married a
"Western" woman from a village near Fort Arbuckle, Oklahoma, recognized that his wife's background would make it impossible for her
"to maintain her position in the society of the garrison" and sent her
East to acquire an education and social polish." For other officers' wives,
even an eastern upbringing and socially acceptable background were
inadequate qualifications for a proper army wife as May Stacey noted
when she condemned the wife of the commanding officer at Fort Grant,
Arizona, as "about the ugliest women I have ever seen and very uninteresting.... When I see such women in high [positions] I determine
more & more to be intelligent and accomplished."sz
Aside from generally unacceptable backgrounds and social status,
there was a darker side to life along Officers' Row including alcoholism,
narcotics addiction, marital infidelity, and child and spouse abuse by
both officers and their wives. The tragic case of Josephine Clifford,
discussed in the article by Cheryl Foote, recounts one of the better
known cases of such conduct, but other similar affairs have also been
reported, and undoubtedly many went undocumented. Moreover, in
most such cases military authorities applied a double standard fhat
"tolerated officers' transgressions but demanded immediate punishment" of wives whose "primary offense was conduct unbecoming a
lady" as two reports recently cited by Oarlis Miller attest. S3 Bruce Dinges,
Mary Williams, and the Leckies, as well as Foote, Miller, and Coffman,
have begun to study this darker side of army life among the officers'
corps, but more work needs to be done on these topics as well as on
questions of marital relations, divorce, and birth control and abortion
practices. 54
52. Myres, Cavalry Wife, 36; Ada Vogdes, Family Book, quoted in Coffman, Old Army,
289; Ogden, "Queen or Camp Follower?", 11. Coffman also reports the case of the same
lieutenant's wife, ibid., 108, and gives several other examples of "unsuitable" officers'
wives and companions, ibid., 107-9, 289. Sandra L. Myres, ed., "An Arizona Camping
Trip: May Banks Stacey's Account Of An Outing To Mount Graham in 1879," Arizona
and the West, 23 (Spring 1981), 62-63.
53. Quotes are from Miller, "Foragers," 152-54 in which she recounts the cases of
Charlotta Buffum and Mrs. John Conlin. See also her comments, ibid., 162.
54. Bruce J. Dinges, "Scandal in the Tenth Cavalry: A Fort Sill Case History, 1874,"
Arizona and the West, 28 (Summer 1986), 125-40, discusses sexual scandals and cases of
wife and child abuse among the officer class. In addition to commenting on marital and
family relationships, Leckie and Leckie in Unlikely Warriors take up issues involved with
insanity in an army family, a theme also pursued by Mary Williams in "General Benjamin
Grierson and Santa Fe," paper presented at the Nineteenth Annual Military History
Conference, Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1985. Myres and Ogden have begun preliminary
study of divorce in the officer corps. See Myres, "Forward," in Viele, Following the Drum,
1-12, and Ogden, "Army Wives in Early California," 9.
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We also need to analyze the officers' wives' accounts of their frontier experiences as documents of social commentary. So far, historians
.have generally ·concentrated on the narrative aspects of the officers'
wives' letters, diaries, and reminiscences and what they can tell us
about the West and its inhabitants. Equally importantly, the social
commentary found in these sources can tell us a great deal about the
women themselves and their attitudes and values.
The officers' wives who lived at various posts throughout the nineteenth-century trans-Mississippi West met many new and different
peoples. Most of them learned something about Indians, Mexican
Americans, and Chinese; and a few of them came to have some appreciation of and sympathy for the new peoples and cultures with
which they came in contact. 55 But whatever their new perceptions of
these "strange" peoples, the officers' wives' attitudes toward the working classes (whether white, black, or brown) were not altered by their
period of service in the West. As noted earlier, the officers' wives had
had little contact with people of lower socio-economic groups, and
their opinions of these people did not change when they encountered
enlisted men and frontierfolk. Such attitudes are clearly illustrated by
the remarks cited above about officers promoted from the ranks and
the general disdain with which their families were treated. Moreover,
although the officers' wives sometimes expressed admiration for the
upper-class ricos among Mexican American families and occasionally
commented on a former eastern or southern gentleman or family who
displayed proper manners and an "air distingue, "56 they continued to
regard most frontierspeople as uneducated, uncouth: and generally
without acceptable background or social graces as Lieutenant Arbuckle's decision to send his bride East to acquire "social polish" clearly
shows. It should also be emphasized that such attitudes were not
confined to army officers' wives but reflected the opinions of most
middle-clas,s Americans toward the "lower classes," not as individuals
but as a group of people generally inferior to themselves.
Moreover, as Sherry Smith correctly states, "Army men's and
women's comments about Indian women reveal more about their view
of 'civilized' women's sphere than they do about the realities of native
women's lives."57 It is equally true that, carefully analyzed, the officers'
55. On the officers' wives' changing attitudes, see Riley, Women and Indians, 20547,228; and Myres, Westering Women, 54-64, 72-97.
.
56. For a typical comment, see Viele, Following the Drum, 142-47.
57. Sherry Smith, "A Window on Themselves: Perceptions of Indians by Military
Officers and Their Wives," New Mexico Historical Review, 64 (October 1989), 447-61.
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wives' accounts can tell us a great deal about not only Eastern attitudes
towards Indians, Mexican Americans, blacks, enlisted men, and working class whites but also about the officers' wives themselves and the
social structure of nineteenth-century United States' society, both east
and west of the Mississippi River. As documents of social commentary,
the officers' wives' narratives may be most valuable not for what they
tell us about the nineteenth-century West but for what they tell us
about the viewers themselves.

